Speech by Mr Harold Macmillan:
I am well aware that it is the duty of a Chairman at a function o f this kind to confine himself to a few words of welcome to the guests and the principal speaker. In the course of a long life I have often suffered from the breach of this rule. I have found myself forced to listen with growing dismay to a Chairman making a speech o f inordinate length and relentlessly depriving me, one by one, of all the points I had intended to make myself-incidentally distorting and mauling them beyond recognition. I must not therefore forget that tonight it is the Editor of Nature you wish to hear not the proprietor.
Nevertheless you will perhaps allow me to say one or two things before I call upon our friend, John Maddox. First, it is a great honour for me to preside over this distinguished gathering and to welcome you all tonight. In my wildest dreams as a young man I never could have believed that I should be acting as host for a dinner to celebrate the centenary of Nature, held in the rooms of the Royal Society, o f which I should be a member. I must thank the authori ties of this august organization for their permission, readily granted, to hold this function in these noble surroundings. To be quite frank I rather liked the classical elegance of Burlington House which seemed to suit the traditions of our Royal founder. Here in this more sumptuous environment we can at least congratulate ourselves that we are occupying the ground once covered by Carlton Palace, the home of the Regent, the 'First Gentleman of Europe'.
In any case, many of my sceptical friends, if they should hear of this func tion, whether in Piccadilly or in Carlton House Terrace, would wonder, to use Disraeli's comparison of flies in amber, how the devil I got here. Well, there are two ways of becoming a member of the most distinguished body in EuropeThe Royal Society. The first is to be a scientist of fame and repute and able to boast not merely of scientific knowledge of the highest order, but of published work of recognized authority making an original contribution to the totality o f scientific knowledge. The other, and on the whole easier way, is, if you can do it without arousing too much ill feeling, to become Prime Minister.
As a member therefore of the Society, I welcome here my fellow members and at the same time extend a note of hope and encouragement to all those as pirants to this high honour by whichever method they may choose to achieve it.
Secondly, I may perhaps be allowed to say a few words as a representative of the family which has been so closely associated with the journal since its incep tion. In this week's issue there is a happy tribute to the life and work o f my grandfather and great-uncle, Daniel and Alexander Macmillan. There is a full account of the motives and purposes which inspired my great-uncle, Alexander Macmillan, to launch a scientific journal in 1869 in an atmosphere very different of that today, when the clash of orthodox and novel opinions-theology and science-was more immediately threatening. Now knowing so much more o f every subject, we perhaps realize more justly how little we know of the whole.
To return to the journal-I remember Lord Birkenhead, remarking upon one of the more colourful weekly publications (in no sense a rival to ) by which the exhausted population of an industrial country are able to revive their spirits and replenish their strength every Sunday, that the proprietor could without exaggeration be described as 'living upon the immoral earnings of a newspaper'. Whatever faults may be attributed to the proprietors of Nature, I do not think they could be subjected to that criticism either in relation to the contents or, over the period as a whole, to the profitability of the paper.
In any case, I feel that we can justly claim to have done our duty both by the choice of the successive editors and by the encouragement that we have given them to pursue always the highest standards. W e have certainly been fortunate in those who have, over this period, sat in the editorial chair.
I can only just remember the first, Sir Norman Lockyer, whom I met in the house of my uncle, Sir Frederick Macmillan, just before the first war. He was then, or so it seemed to me (for youth has different standards of comparison), a very old man. Further back-almost in the nursery-I can also remember, arising I think out of a total eclipse of the Sun, a somewhat irreverent little poem about Sir Norman which was current in my family. There had been, I recall, some argument as to whether the phenomenon o f the corona belonged to the atmosphere of the Sun or of the Earth. I do not remember how it was finally settled, but the limerick which ran as follows placed the argument beyond doubt:
There was a young person called Lockyer Whose conduct grew cockier and cockier He thought himself owner O f half the corona That conceited young person called Lockyer.
But these are childish memories. All my active life the editor was that great and even noble figure, my friend, Sir Richard Gregory. He was one o f those men whom nobody could have known without both admiring him and loving him. I know of no finer tribute to his memory than that given by another friend, Sir Harold Hartley. There followed a consulship held by Sir Richard's own pupils, Mr Gale and Mr Brimble. It is pleasant indeed to welcome M r Gale here tonight. After his retirement, Mr Brimble was for many vital years in sole command. Brimble was a man o f remarkable gifts and power o f work. He threw himself into every task and with almost boyish enthusiasm. For his rela tionship to Nature was more than just that of an editor to his journal. He gave to it all his enthusiasm, his energy, his devotion, and-in a sense-his life. On Mr Brimble's sudden death my colleagues and I were confronted with a difficult problem. I know you will agree with me that we were fortunate indeed in the solution which we found.
W ith these words I conclude my duty as Chairman and so hand you over to the Editor, who in the short time of his editorship has succeeded in increasing its reputation (and I am happy to say) its circulation both at home and overseas, Mr John Maddox.
Mr John Maddox, Editor
of Nature said:
The first thing I must say is that I am only a newcomer. It is less than four years since I had the luck to edit this great journal. In spite of what people used to say about the kinship between the Editor o f Nature and the good Lord Him self, I have very little doubt that I shall not be here when it comes to celebrating the next centenary. And I can only give you a secondhand account of what happened a hundred years ago, when it all began. But that is what I would like to do. All of you here are in some way friends of the journal. W e are all of us, in our own ways, the successors of the old people-Lockyer, Huxley, Macmil lan, the rest of them. It is a bit like a birthday party with the people who really deserve the congratulations long since dead. But we're also, in our own ways, members of the community of science, and I suspect we all recognize that our community would be less productive, less exciting, less intimate, if it had not been for the foundation of Nature a hundred years ago. W e aren't just casual guests at this birthday party.
W hy has this happened? How did it come about that Nature had such a great influence? How, for that matter, did Nature manage to survive? Just think o f what England was like a hundred years ago! The Great Exhibition of 1851 had left a powerful impression on the minds of those with interests in science. For one thing, it had shown the optimists among them how great was the promise of the Industrial Revolution. Cheap coal was just a beginning, so were the rail ways. The future lay with the deliberate manipulation of the natural worldgenerating electricity, making dyestuffs and other chemicals, creating wealth, making people happy. But the Great Exhibition also reminded the British scientists who went along that Britain would not forever be in the front of the Industrial Revolution. The Germans were catching up, so were the French, even the Austrians and those devilish Americans, and so the exhibition left behind a great sense of anxiety.
But the sixties were also the years when Darwinism had struck home. For the first time, there was a rational explanation of where people and other living things had come from. There was no hiding from the fact that the doctrine of evolution, or natural selection, would change the way in which civilised people thought. In this sense, it was a more immediate discovery than the other great intellectual upheaval of earlier times-Newton, Lavoisier, Faraday.
The time was ripe for something that would bring these two strands to gether, and at the same time make it possible for science to become a profession. And I cannot conceal from you that Nature was by no means the first journal in the field. The Athenaeum was already well established. There was The Reader. There was Chemical News, the Penny Mechanic. All this has been marvellously documented in the centenary issue by D r Roy Macleod, who is here tonight. W hat distinguished Nature from these journals is above all that it managed to survive.
W hy was this? I have a few simple explanations to give, and the first of them is that it was a splendid piece of journalism. The time was ripe, o f course, but the flair with which Nature was put together, just a hundred years ago, is really quite breathtaking. The editor, as you know, was Norman Lockyer. He was a great operator with a finger in every pie: W ar Office clerk, propagandist for the idea that the solar corona was really part of the Sun, and one of the South Kensington lot-the Young Guard, they called themselves-with a great passion for the cause of Scientific Education-that would help to keep the country prosperous-and with a great feeling for the importance of Natural Selectionthey were Darwinists to the backbone. But this was common. In the past few weeks we have been looking over the early issues o f Nature. I earn my living as a journalist, but I am awed by the skill with which that amateur Lockyer-no N.U.J. then-was able to give point to what Nature wrote about. It is intensely readable.
In case any o f you think that by calling Lockyer a journalist I am calling him unpleasant names, quite without shame, I want to say the opposite. In the sense in which I mean it, journalism is one o f the few quite honest professions. It is for saying what is right. It is not just a way o f exchanging information-it is for stimulating people. And at its best, journalism is a way of creating a sense o f community among people who would otherwise be isolated from each other. This is what Lockyer's journal did from the start. This, I hope, is what it has done ever since.
But journalism isn't enough. Lockyer couldn't have pulled it off on his own. He needed a backer, and all of us owe a great debt to the Macmillans, who allowed this journal to soldier on for the best part of half a century without see ing any of their money back. And it's not just a kind of wayward disregard for profit that I wish to thank them for-indeed, I don't think Mr Macmillan would be particularly cheerful if he thought that I thought that was one o f his charac teristics. But what makes the relationship between Macmillan and Nature at once fruitful and delicious is that the company has always allowed the journal entire freedom. It is the kind of freedom that journalists cherish. I know o f no journal which is more free. I have no doubt that Nature would not have prospered without this tolerance.
The great thing about the editors o f Nature is that they are long in office. Sir Norman Lockyer was in office for nearly fifty years. He was succeeded by Sir Richard Gregory and it is a great delight that Lady Gregory, his widow, is here tonight. If Lockyer had been able to make a newspaper from nothing, Gregory turned the newspaper into something quite unique-a newspaper and a learned journal as well. If you look back over the first few decades of this century, you see all or nearly all the great discoveries o f modern science. Cock-croft and Walton, Chadwick, Rutherford-all these people. There is a story that Nature rejected Fermi on beta-decay, but if you think how crowded those issues were with great discoveries, it seems to be entirely possible that there was just no room for it, with all the other things being published. Those were the days when nobody would dream of a prosperous career in science without first publishing his 'Letter to N a t u r e' . But think of all the other things the journal did. Education, getting Jews out of Germany, education, women's rights, education-week after week, Nature kept saying what Lockyer had used to say.
Since the war, the going has been tougher-science is now not just a profes sion but a host of professions. The river of discovery has become a flood. For good measure, people have lost the knack of writing. It's good that Mr Gale, who succeeded Gregory in 1938, is here tonight. W ith his partner Brimble, Mr Gale saw the journal through the war and through the tedious years afterwards -the paper shortage, the babelization of science-the pace of change.
And so, you will ask, what will happen next? Can Nature last another hundred years? I cannot give you an answer, but only a promise-a promise that we shall do our best.
A century ago, Lockyer said that his objective was:
FIRST, to place before the general public the grand results of Scientific W ork and Scientific Discovery, and to urge the claims of Science to a more general recognition in Education and in Daily Life; And, SECONDLY, to aid Scientific men themselves, by giving early information of all advances made in any branch of Natural knowledge throughout the world, and by affording them an opportunity of discussing the various Scientific questions which arise from time to time.
The objectives are the same, but the methods must change. W hat shall we do? To begin with, it is important to find some way o f making science easier to understand. So we shall find ourselves interpreting science for other professionals as well as publishing original material. In a way, we shall I hope find oursleves doing for science what the literary journals do for literature. But then, like Bedouins, we shall have to follow science to where it can be found. Now that science has become more international than anything-even association foot ball, we shall still further have to strengthen our links with the rest of the world. Technically, what this means is that we shall be driven to use new techniques for making the journal appear in several places at once. But what this really means is that we shall try to safeguard still more the sense of community that we have enjoyed from the beginning.
